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The Healthy People 2010 and 2020 
health literacy definition focuses on 
individual skills: 
– Health literacy is the degree to which 
individuals have the capacity to obtain, 
process, and understand basic health 




•Navigation with  
• Caring for ourselves and others
• Prevention of disease











▪ Adults over the age of 65 years 
▪ Racial and ethnic groups other than White 
▪ Recent refugees and immigrants 
▪ People with less than a high school degree or GED 
▪ People with incomes at or below the poverty level 
▪ Non-native speakers of English 
https://health.gov/communication/HLActionPlan/pdf/Health_Literacy_Action_Plan.pdf 
Universal Precautions for Health Communication/Literacy 
You can’t tell by looking. 
Developing the plan
Readability, plain language, and health literacy are 
different 
• Each is unique.
• Each is related.
• Each is important.
Each term means something different.
Readability *
• Readability is how easy (or not) something is to read. Readability 
formulas measure this by looking at the length of the words and 
sentences in a document. They can tell you what grade level your 
document is written for, and they’re everywhere—Microsoft Word 
even has one built in. Formulas don’t take into account plain language 
principles or the user’s context.
*We ❤ Health Literacy wehearthealthliteracy@communicatehealth.com
Readability and Plain Language and Health Literacy — Oh My!
Plain language*
• Plain language is writing that people can understand. It ensures that 
people can easily grasp your message the first time they read it. 
• Plain language principles:
• Using familiar terms not jargon, acronyms, or medical terms
• Chunking information
• Writing in a conversation form vs. academic or research 
• But…. something written in plain language won’t improve health 
literacy if people don’t know what to do with the information.
*We ❤ Health Literacy wehearthealthliteracy@communicatehealth.com
Readability and Plain Language and Health Literacy — Oh My!
Health Literacy* 
• It’s a complex concept that depends on the quality and clarity of the 
communication as well as the skills and experience of the user. On the 
communication side, plain language is important—but writing for 
health literacy also means making the content relatable and 
actionable for your audience.
The bottom line: Readability, plain language, and health literacy are all 
important—so it is important to understand what makes each unique.
*We ❤ Health Literacy wehearthealthliteracy@communicatehealth.com
Readability and Plain Language and Health Literacy — Oh My!
Making Connections
• Assist a patron who needs information
• Identify where to get this information
• Find reliable, evidence-based information 
Data Source: Patel V & Johnson C. (May 2019). Trends in Individuals’ Access and Use of Online Medical Records and Technology for Health 
Needs: 2017-2018. ONC Data Brief, no.48 Office of the National Coordinator for Health Information Technology: Washington DC
Factors to increase literacy
▪Using a PowerPoint - Keep the information to not more 
than four main points
▪Check for understanding – Ask for the user to repeat or 
describe the information back to you
▪Provide a varied amount of resources – consider graphic 
novels or videos
Tips to improve usability and increase 
understanding with materials
1. Provide plain language forms in multiple languages
2. Is the information recent and clear of any hidden 
agendas?
3. Offer professional development opportunities to learn 





Project Outcome helps libraries measure four key 
patron outcomes—knowledge, confidence, 











• Links to reliable, authoritative
health websites
• Health Topics on children/teens, 
seniors
• Easy-to-read articles
• Lab test information
• Medical encyclopedia 
• Recipes
• Links to local services
• Information in > 45 languages
• No advertisements or endorsements


















• Community Engagement Network Public Library health 
and wellness program toolkits
• NNLM training opportunities (in person and online)
• ALA Programming for Librarians
NNLM All of Us Community Engagement Network
https://nnlm.gov/all-of-us
Beyond An 






Stand Up For Health: 
Health and Wellness 
Services 
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